
Sarah B. Greenberg  1 

Gender, Labor, and Economics 

 
Source 1 — Exodus 1:15-22 

The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shifra and the other 

Puah, saying, “When you deliver the Hebrew women, look at the birthstool: if it is a boy, kill him; if 

it is a girl, let her live.” The midwives, fearing God, did not do as the king of Egypt had told them; 

they let the boys live. So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, “Why have 

you done this thing, letting the boys live?” The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew 

women are not like the Egyptian women: they are vigorous. Before the midwife can come to them, 

they have given birth.” And God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and 

increased greatly. And because the midwives feared God, He established households for them. And 

Pharaoh charged all his people, saying, “Every boy that is born you shall throw into the Nile, but let 

every girl live.” 

 

ֹּאמֶר טו ת  לַמְילְַדֹּת, מֶלֶךְ מִצְרַיִם וַי ם אֲשֶר, הָעִבְרִיֹּ ם, שִפְרָה  הָאַחַת שֵׁ נִית וְשֵׁ ֹּאמֶר טז. פּוּעָה  הַשֵׁ ,  הָעִבְרִיוֹת-אֶת בְילֶַדְכֶן, וַי

ן-אִם:  הָאָבְנָיִם-עַל, וּרְאִיתֶן תוֹ, וְאִם וַהֲמִתֶן הוּא  בֵׁ   עָשׂוּ, כַאֲשֶר וְלֹּא, הָאֱלֹהִים-אֶת, ותִַירֶאןָ הַמְילְַדֹּת  יז. וחָָיָה  הִוא בַת-אֹּ

יהֶן דִבֶר ֹּאמֶר, לַמְילְַדֹּת, מִצְרַיִם- מֶלֶךְ וַיִקְרָא  יח. הַיְלָדִים-ותְַחַיֶיןָ, אֶת; מֶלֶךְ מִצְרָיִם אֲלֵׁ ;  הַזֶה  הַדָבָר מַדוּעַ עֲשִׂיתֶן, לָהֶן וַי

ֹּאמַרְןָ הַמְילְַדֹּת  יט. הַיְלָדִים-ותְַחַיֶיןָ, אֶת ה -אֶל ותַ ת כַנָשִים לֹּא כִי, פַּרְעֹּ ת הַמִצְרִיֹּ נָה  חָיוֹת-כִי:  הָעִבְרִיֹּ הֶן תָבוֹא בְטֶרֶם, הֵׁ  אֲלֵׁ

ד  הָעָם וַיִרֶב; ילְַדֹּתלַמְ , אֱלֹהִים וַיֵׁיטֶב  כוְילָָדוּ.  הַמְילֶַדֶת , וַיַעַשׂ לָהֶם; הָאֱלֹהִים-אֶת ירְָאוּ הַמְילְַדֹּת-כִי, וַיְהִי  כא. וַיַעַצְמוּ, מְאֹּ

ה  וַיְצַו  כב. בָתִים אמֹּר-לְכָל, פַּרְעֹּ ן-כָל:  עַמוֹ לֵׁ רָה , הַיִלוֹד הַבֵׁ  .תְחַיוּן, הַבַת-תַשְלִיכֻהוּ, וְכָל הַיְאֹּ

 

Source 2 — Exodus 35:25-26  

And all the skilled women spun with their own hands, and brought what they had spun, in blue, 

purple, and crimson yarns, and in fine linen. And all the women who excelled in that skill spun the 

goats’ hair. 

 

ב-מַתחַכְ  אִשָה -וְכָל כה  ש. -וְאֶת, הַשָנִי תוֹלַעַת-אֶת, הָאַרְגָמָן-וְאֶת הַתְכֵׁלֶת-אֶת, בְידֶָיהָ טָווּ; וַיָבִיאוּ מַטְוֶה , לֵׁ -וְכָל כוהַשֵׁ

תָנָה  לִבָן נָשָׂא אֲשֶר--הַנָשִים  הָעִזִים-טָווּ, אֶת:  בְחָכְמָה , אֹּ

 

Source 3 — Mishnah Shabbat Perek 2 (translation from Koren Sacks siddur) 

For three transgressions women may die in childbirth: for being careless in observing the laws of 

menstruation, separating challah [dough offering], and lighting the Sabbath light. 

 

רות שלש עַל תות נָשים עֲבֵׁ דָתָן בִשעַת מֵׁ ינָן עַל, לֵׁ  : הַנֵׁר וּבְהַדְלָקַת וּבַחַלָה  בַנִדָה  זְהִירות שאֵׁ

 

Source 4 — 1 Samuel 1:9-18/19-20; 1 Samuel 2:18-21 
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After they had eaten and drunk at Shiloh, Hannah rose. The priest Eli was sitting on the seat near the 

doorpost of the temple of the Lord. In her wretchedness, she prayed to the Lord, weeping all the 

while. And she made this vow: Oh Lord of Hosts, if You will look upon the suffering of Your 

maidservant and will remember me and not forget Your maidservant, and if You will grant Your 

maidservant a male child, I will dedicate him to the Lord for all the days of his life; and no razor shall 

ever touch his head.” As she kept praying before the Lord, Eli watched her mouth. Now Hannah was 

praying in her heart; only her lips moved, but her voice could not be heard. So Eli thought she was 

drunk. Eli said to her, “How long will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself? Sober up!” And 

Hannah replied, “Oh no, my lord! I am a very unhappy woman. I have drunk no wine or other strong 

drink, but I have been pouring my heart out to the Lord. Do not take your maidservant for a 

worthless woman; I have only been speaking all this time out of my great anguish and distress.” 

“Then go in peace,” said Eli, “and may the God of Israel grant you want you have asked of Him.” … 

Elkanah knew his wife Hannah and the Lord remembered her. Hannah conceived, and at the turn of 

the year bore a son. She named him Samuel, meaning “I asked the Lord for him” 

 

י, חַנָה  ותַָקָם  ט י בְשִלֹה  אָכְלָה  אַחֲרֵׁ ה  וְאַחֲרֵׁ לִי; שָתֹּ ן וְעֵׁ הֵׁ ב, הַכֹּ שֵׁ א-עַל יֹּ יכַל, מְזוּזַת-עַל, הַכִסֵׁ נָפֶש;   מָרַת, וְהִיא  י. יְהוָה  הֵׁ

ל ה , יְהוָה -עַל ותִַתְפַּלֵׁ ֹּאמַר נֶדֶר ותִַדֹּר  יא. תִבְכֶה  וּבָכֹּ ה -אִם צְבָאוֹת יְהוָה , ותַ  תִשְכַח-וְלֹּא אֲמָתֶךָ וּזְכַרְתַנִי בָעֳנִי תִרְאֶה  רָאֹּ

י-כָל לַיהוָה  וּנְתַתִיו-- אֲנָשִים לַאֲמָתְךָ, זֶרַע  אֲמָתֶךָ, וְנָתַתָה -אֶת ,  הִרְבְתָה  כִי וְהָיָה   יברֹּאשוֹ. -עַל יַעֲלֶה -לֹּא וּמוֹרָה , חַיָיו יְמֵׁ

ל לִי; יְהוָה  לִפְנֵׁי לְהִתְפַּלֵׁ ר, וְעֵׁ מֵׁ עַ; וַיַחְשְבֶהָ  וְקוֹלָה לֹּא, שְׂפָתֶיהָ נָעוֹת רַק--לִבָה -עַל רֶתמְדַבֶ  הִיא, וְחַנָה   יגפִּיהָ. -אֶת שֹּ יִשָמֵׁ

לִי רָה , עֵׁ ֹּאמֶר  יד. לְשִכֹּ לִי וַי לֶיהָ עֵׁ עָלָיִךְ. -אֶת הָסִירִי; תִשְתַכָרִין מָתַי-עַד, אֵׁ ֹּאמֶר חַנָה  ותַַעַן  טויֵׁינֵׁךְ, מֵׁ נִי לֹּא, ותַ   אִשָה , אֲדֹּ

כִי-קְשַת כָר וְיַיִן, רוּחַ אָנֹּ ךְ אֶת; שָתִיתִי לֹּא וְשֵׁ ן-אַל  טז. יְהוהָ  לִפְנֵׁי, נַפְשִי-וָאֶשְפֹּּ רֹּב-כִי:  בְלִיָעַל-בַת, אֲמָתְךָ, לִפְנֵׁי-אֶת, תִתֵׁ  מֵׁ

נָה -עַד דִבַרְתִי, וְכַעְסִי שִׂיחִי לִי וַיַעַן   יז. הֵׁ ֹּאמֶר עֵׁ י; לְשָלוֹם לְכִי, ויַ ל וֵׁאלֹהֵׁ ן, יִשְׂרָאֵׁ ךְ, אֲשֶר-אֶת יִתֵׁ לָתֵׁ עִמוֹ.  שֵׁ    יחשָאַלְתְ, מֵׁ

ֹּאמֶר ן תִמְצָא, ותַ ינֶיךָ... וַיֵׁדַע שִפְחָתְךָ חֵׁ   חַנָה  ותַַהַר, הַיָמִים  לִתְקֻפוֹת וַיְהִי  כ.אִשְתוֹ, וַיִזְכְרֶהָ יְהוָה  חַנָה -אֶת אֶלְקָנָה  בְעֵׁ

לֶד ן ותֵַׁ ל-אֶת ותִַקְרָא; בֵׁ יְהוָה  כִי, שְמוֹ שְמוּאֵׁ  .שְאִלְתִיו מֵׁ

 

Samuel was engaged in the service of the Lord as an attendant, girded with a linen ephod. His mother 

would also make a little robe for him and bring it up to him every year, when she made the 

pilgrimage with her husband to offer the annual sacrifice. Eli would bless Elkanah and his wife, and 

say, “May the Lord grant you offspring by the woman in place of the loan she made to the Lord.” 

Then they would return home. For the Lord took note of Hannah; she conceived and bore three sons 

and two daughters. Young Samuel meanwhile grew up in the service of the Lord. 

 

ל  יח ת, וּשְמוּאֵׁ פוֹד חָגוּר, נַעַר:  יְהוָה  פְּנֵׁי -אֶת מְשָרֵׁ ן וּמְעִיל  יט. בָד אֵׁ -- יָמִימָה  לוֹ מִיָמִים  לוֹ אִמוֹ, וְהַעַלְתָה -תַעֲשֶׂה  קָטֹּ

חַ, אֶת-עֲלוֹתָה, אֶתבַ  לִי  כ .הַיָמִים זֶבַח-אִישָה, לִזְבֹּ רַךְ עֵׁ ם אִשְתוֹ, וְאָמַר-וְאֶת אֶלְקָנָה -אֶת וּבֵׁ   הָאִשָה -מִן לְךָ זֶרַע יְהוָה  יָשֵׁׂ

לָה   תַחַת, הַזֹּאת לֶד ותַַהַר, חַנָה -אֶת יְהוָה  פָקַד-כִי  כאוְהָלְכוּ, לִמְקוֹמוֹ. ; לַיהוָה  שָאַל אֲשֶר, הַשְאֵׁ י בָנִים-שְלֹשָה  ותֵַׁ   וּשְתֵׁ

ל הַנַעַר יִגְדַלוַ; בָנוֹת  .יְהוָה - עִם, שְמוּאֵׁ
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Source 5  — On the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire (March 25, 1911) 

From, “On a Solemn Anniversary, Remembering the Importance of Unions” by Howie Levine 

(rac.org), 3/25/2014 

 

Today, on the 103rd anniversary of the fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in New York City, we 

recall how in 18 minutes, a fire took the lives of 146 Jewish and Italian immigrants. This infamous 

event reminds us that as Jews, “it is our pride and our glory that we are kind to those who work for 

us” and must support the strong institutions that protect the most vulnerable workers (Sefer 

HaChinuch). 

 

Ignited by a stray cigarette or a spark from a machine, it's not hard to see how the fire quickly took 

the lives of 146 workers - the vast majority women, some as young as 14. The factory was packed 

densely with workers, highly flammable scraps piled six feet high and the emergency staircase was 

locked to prevent unauthorized breaks. Firefighters arrived to discover their ladders were too short to 

reach the factory on the ninth floor and watched as workers jumped to their death, instead of falling 

victim to the flames. 

 

A coincidental witness to the fire was Francis Perkins, then the executive secretary of the National 

Consumers League and later U.S. Security of Labor under President Franklin D. Roosevelt. In the 

aftermath of the fire, Perkins, along with - largely Jewish - unions including the National Women's 

Trade Union League and International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union, began pushing for much 

stricter safety regulations. Soon after, the New York state legislature created the Factory Investigating 

Commission to research and recommend legislative means to prevent future tragedies like the fire. 

Eventually, the commission pushed through a staggering 36 bills broadening regulation of child labor, 

building codes and minimum wage, and granting broader enforcement powers to the New York 

Department of Labor.  Many of these bills were models for New Deal legislation that Perkins later 

helped implement. Perkins herself, described the fire as “the day the New Deal began.” 

 

http://trianglefire.ilr.cornell.edu/index.html
http://www.ilr.cornell.edu/trianglefire/legacy/legislativereform.html
http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/international-ladies-garment-workers-union
http://www.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/mono-regsafepart07.htm
http://www.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/mono-regsafepart07.htm
http://www.ilr.cornell.edu/trianglefire/legacy/legislativeReform.html
http://cityroom.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/03/24/triangle-fire-new-leaders-emerge/?_php=true&_type=blogs&_r=0

